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A forgotten catastrophe 

 

“More than any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads 
to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction.”  (Woody Allen) 

 
“Why should I care about prosperity? What has prosperity ever done for?” (old 
saying, handed down the generations) 

 
Exactly fifty years ago, in 1972, a group of scientists released a report that shocked the world. If 

present trends in population growth, industrial output and global consumption continued, or so they 
warned us, the world would be heading for a catastrophic collapse, which could begin within a 
matter of decades. The report, entitled Limits to Growth, was commissioned by a group of 
industrialists, politicians and scientists that would go down in history as the Club of Rome. On the 
jacket flap of the first edition of the book we read these ominous words: “Will this be the world that 
your grandchildren will thank you for? A world where industrial production has sunk to zero. Where 
population has suffered a catastrophic decline. Where the air, sea, and land are polluted beyond 
redemption. Where civilization is a distant memory. This is the world that the computer forecasts.”1 

Indeed, the authors of Limits to Growth hadn’t just pulled these dire predictions out of thin air. 
They had relied on a computer – a mysterious and awe-inspiring novelty in these days – housed at 
MIT in Boston. Using a “dynamic model of the world” developed by MIT computer scientist Jay 
Forrester, the authors of Limits to Growth had fed the computer with five basic parameters – 
population, food production, industrialization, pollution, and consumption of nonrenewable natural 
resources – and then calculated different scenarios for the global future. Every time, the mighty 
machine spit out the same answer: we have to put an end to growth, or we’re doomed. Even with the 
then-current rates of resource consumption—that is, ignoring further economic growth—the report 
warned that minerals like platinum, gold, zinc and lead would be in short supply or even depleted 
entirely by the turn of the century.2 Worse, even with what the authors claimed were optimistic 
assumptions about the available amount of arable land, there could be “a desperate land shortage 

 
1 Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jørgen Randers, William W. Behrens III (1972), The Limits 
to Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome’s Project on the Predicament of Mankind, Potomac Associates. 
bit.ly/3CV4fo7  
2 p. 55 
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before the year 2000”.3 In various runs of the computer model, either depletion of mineral resources 
or shortages of food caused a collapse of industrial production and human population well before the 
end of the 21st century—provided, of course, that runaway pollution had not sealed our fate even 
earlier. 

The stark warnings of The Limits to Growth tapped into a larger zeitgeist of worries about 
pollution, ecological destruction and resource scarcity. According to many prominent thinkers in the 
1970s, the root cause of all these environmental troubles was the uncontrolled and “cancerous” 
growth of the human population since the 19th century. It took our species about two million years to 
slowly grow into a population of one billion souls, around 1800. But from then on our numbers kept 
growing faster and faster. A century or so later, the human population had doubled to two billion. 
The third billion followed even faster, by 1960. A mere fourteen years later, amazingly, the human 
species had reached four billion. If you combine this explosive population growth with the 
unprecedented increase in prosperity and living standards, it was obvious to many that the “carrying 
capacity” of the planet was being exceeded at an alarming rate. 

In 1967, the brothers William and Paul Paddock predicted that the population explosion would 
result in unprecedented mass starvation within the next decade, in their aptly titled bestseller Famine 
1975!: ‘By 1975, a disaster of unprecedented magnitude will face the world. Famines, greater than any 
in history, will ravage the undeveloped nations.’4 In some countries, according to the Paddocks, the 
situation was so bleak that a strategy of “triage”, at a national level, was recommended: the world 
should just give up on these hopeless cases and focus their efforts on the countries that were not yet 
beyond redemption. Even more influential was the butterfly biologist Paul R. Ehrlich. In his mega-
bestseller The Population Bomb from 1968, written together with his wife Anne, the Stanford 
University professor predicted that hundreds of millions would starve to death in the next decade 
(the 1970s). The opening sentence of their tract left little to the imagination: “The battle to feed all of 
humanity is over.”5 Over and lost, is what the Ehrlichs meant. Catastrophe was inevitable, “in spite of 
any crash programs” the world might embark upon. 

Just like the Club of Rome, Paul Ehrlich foresaw an “age of scarcity” within a matter of decades, 
when most natural resources would be depleted. On the very first Earth Day in 1970, dedicated to the 
preservation of nature and the environment, Ehrlich delivered new predictions of doom: within ten 
years “all important animal life in the sea will be extinct”, and large coastlines would need to be 
evacuated “because of the stench of dead fish”.6 By 2000, he was prepared to bet, the United Kingdom 
would be little more than an insignificant group of impoverished islands with 70 million hungry 
people and ‘England would no longer exist’.7 Five years later, in The End of Affluence, Ehrlich upped 
the ante once again: a billion people or more would die from starvation in the 1970s, “or at the latest, 
the 1980s”.8 In 1981, the agricultural scientist Lester R. Brown similarly predicted that “the period of 
global food security is over”.9 

And then there was the mother of all environmental problems, which was putting the entire 
planet at risk: the growing hole in the ozone layer, caused by the chlorofluorocarbon gases (CFCs) 
commonly used as propellants and refrigerants. Ozone (O3) is a toxic gas for humans, but high up in 
the stratosphere it forms a thin layer that shields the earth from harmful ultra-violet radiation. When 

 
3 Ibid. p, 51 
4 William & Paul Paddock (1967), Famine 1975! America’s Decision: Who Will Survive?, cited in Ronald 

Bailey (2015), The End of Doom. Environmental Renewal in the Twenty-First Century, Macmillan, p. 4. 
5 Paul Ehrlich (1968), The Population Bomb, Ballantine Books, p. xi. 

6 Ronald Bailey, ‘Cracked Crystal Ball: Environmental Catastrophe Edition’. Reason, 4 March 2013. 
bit.ly/3lnci6J 

7Speech at British Institute For Biology, September 1971, reported in New Scientist, 16 Sep 1971. 
bit.ly/3H6Ifc1 

8 Paul Ehrlich (1975), The End of Affluence, Rivercity Press, p. 21. 
9 Lester R. Brown (1982). ‘Global food prospects: Shadow of Malthus’. Challenge, 24(6), pp. 14-21. 
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Sherwood Rowland, the chemist who discovered the gaping hole in our planetary sunscreen, arrived 
home from work one fine day in 1974, his wife asked how his work was going. “It’s going very well,” 
he replied. “It just means, I think, the end of the world.”10 

The world started taking all these warnings by prominent scientists and environmentalists very 
seriously indeed. The doomsday prophecies of Club of Rome made a splash across the globe. More 
than 30 million copies of Limits to Growth were sold, in over thirty languages. As one demographer 
wrote in a review essay about the reception of the book: “The Limits to Growth is not just a book, it is 
an event”.11 In the years following his meteoric rise to fame caused by The Population Bomb, Paul 
Ehrlich was showered with numerous scientific awards and distinctions for his warnings of 
ecological Armageddon. As a charismatic and sharp-tongued polemicist, he was invited onto The 
Tonight Show more than 20 times to spread his gospel of doom and gloom, enthralling the TV host 
Johnny Carson and the audience alike. When he made his first appearance in 1970 to promote The 
Population Bomb along with the anti-natalist organization that he had founded, Zero Population 
Growth, The Tonight Show was flooded with 5,000 letters from viewers, more than ever before in its 
history.12 

Political leaders and intellectual elites were as alarmed as the general public. The day after the 
first Earth Day in 1970, the New York Times editorial opined that stopping pollution and depletion of 
the earth’s resources was the only way “to save the race from intolerable deterioration and possible 
extinction”, in which we would “all suffocate together”.13 Anthony Lewis, a columnist on the same 
newspaper, praised Limits to Growth as “one of the most important documents of our age”.14 When 
the oil crisis hit in 1973, it seemed like an eerie foreboding of what was to come, and Newsweek 
declared on its cover that the world was “Running Out of Everything.” 

Most importantly, one true believer of ecological catastrophism and limits-to-growth thinking 
ended up in the White House. In his inaugural address in 1977 President Jimmy Carter immediately 
set the tone for his period in office, warning his fellow Americans about the coming age of scarcity 
and telling them that “more is not always better” and “even our great Nation has its recognized 
limits”. A devout evangelical and lover of nature, Carter himself practiced what he preached. In the 
middle of the natural gas crisis, he ordered all thermostats in the White House to be cranked down to 
a chilly 55°F, announcing at the start of his first National Security Council session: “This is the last 
warm meeting we’ll have”.15 During summer he practiced the same frugal self-denial in reverse, 
ordering all air-conditioning to be shut off, to the exasperation of his sweating staff. Fearing that the 
country would soon run out of oil and that the energy crisis would turn into a “national catastrophe”, 
Carter called on his compatriots to conserve energy and reduce their consumption.   

In 1980, the Carter administration released The Global 2000 Report, a review of the state of the 
world that followed in the footsteps of Limits to Growth not only in its ambitious modeling approach 
and its dire prophecies, but also in its record sales (1.5 million copies in nine languages). It grimly 
predicted that, if present trends continued, by the turn of the millennium the world would be “more 

 
10 Clive Cookson, ‘The man who saved the ozone layer from the aerosol can’, Financial Times, March 

16, 2012. 
Michael J. Prather & Donald R. Blake (2012), ‘D. F. Sherwood Rowland (1927–2012)’. Nature, 484, p. 

168.  
11 Robert S. Saunders (1974). ‘Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge: An Examination of the 

Controversy over The Limits to Growth’. Stanford Journal of International Studies, 9(45).  
12 John Tierney, ‘Betting on the Planet’, The New York Times Magazine, Dec 2, 1990.  
13 ‘The Good Earth’, The New York Times, April 23, 1970. nyti.ms/3CahZdc 
14 ‘The Limits to Growth’, The New York Times, April 2, 1972. nyti.ms/3k2tAVv 
15 Paul Sabin (2014), The Bet: Paul Ehrlich, Julian Simon, and Our Gamble over Earth's Future, pp. 108-

115. 
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crowded, more polluted, less stable ecologically and more vulnerable to disruption than the world we 
live in now” and “the world's people will be poorer in many ways than they are today.”16 

 
A new century, a new threat 
 
Luckily for us, the predictions made by Paul Ehrlich and the Club of Rome turned out to be 

almost entirely wrong. Population growth has slowed down, most natural resources have become 
more abundant and cheaper rather than scarcer and more expensive, pollution levels have dropped 
spectacularly despite – or perhaps, as we shall see, because of – our increasing collective prosperity, 
and mass starvation due to global food shortages just never happened. Even the hole in the ozone 
layer has recovered and is no longer considered a serious threat.17 

So, do we get to live happily ever after? Uh-uh. Half a century on, another environmental disaster 
is looming. Back in the early 1970s, global warming was just a small blip on the radar of most 
scientists, with the exception of a few far-sighted climatologists. The Club of Rome’s report devoted 
only a few sentences to the greenhouse effect, and Paul Ehrlich was as concerned about the cooling 
effects of atmospheric pollution as he was about a possible rise in global temperatures. 

Today, the warnings of environmental doom are every bit as grim as in 1971, and even more 
widely shared at the highest levels. When the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
published its long-awaited sixth assessment report in August 2021, UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres called it “a code red for humanity” and warned that “the alarm bells are deafening.” Back in 
2006, former US vice president Al Gore described climate change as “the worst potential catastrophe 
in the history of human civilization.” In November 2015 Pope Francis opined that humanity was “at 
the limits of suicide.” Most famously, the young Swedish activist Greta Thunberg stood on the 
podium at Davos in January 2019 to tell the world’s elite, “I want you to panic … I want you to act as if 
our house is on fire.”18 And in March 2018, just before his 86th birthday, up popped Paul Ehrlich to 
join the chorus, warning us that “a shattering collapse of civilization … is a near certainty in the next 
few decades.” And that’s just to describe the more mainstream climate voices. The founder of 
Extinction Rebellion, arguably the most successful environmental movement of the past decade, has 
claimed that climate change will cause the “slaughter, death, and starvation of 6 billion people this 
century” and that humanity faces total annihilation unless we get to net zero emissions “in a matter of 
months or a few years”.19 

To be clear: the reason why I’m bringing up the spectacular failure of the gloomy predictions of 
Paul Ehrlich or the Club of Rome is not to minimize the very real problem of global warming, and 
even less to smugly conclude that everything always turns out for the best in the best of all possible 
worlds. There is no mysterious force of history, dialectical process or World Spirit lifting humanity 
ever upward on the arc of progress. Just because scientists and other experts got their forecasts 
totally wrong last time doesn’t mean that new predictions of disaster will similarly fall flat. I believe 
that climate change is the defining challenge for humanity in the 21st century, arguably greater in 
magnitude and more difficult to solve than any of the problems that faced us in 1972. But I do think 

 
16 Gerald Barney (1980), The Global 2000 Report to the President--Entering the Twenty-First Century: The 

Technical Report. US Government Printing Office. bit.ly/3weU5fb 
 
17 Bárbara Pinho, ‘Whatever Happened to the Hole in the Ozone Layer?’, Discovery Magazine, Nov 10, 

2020.  
18 Guterres’ speech: bit.ly/3gcggff. Transcript of Greta Thunberg’s speech: bit.ly/3smULgK. And pope 

Francis: ‘The Pope’s Most Powerful Quotes About Climate Change’, The Huffington Post, Jan 12, 2015. And 
finally Al Gore (2006), An Inconvenient Truth. The Planetary Emergency of Global Warming and What We Can 
Do About It, Rodale Books, 2006, p. 10 

19 ‘Something Drastic Has to Happen’, BBC Hard Talk, Aug 17, 2019. bit.ly/3or2Cbk. ‘Advice to Young 
People as they face Annihilation’, by Roger Hallam, April 28, 2021, starting from 47’25: bit.ly/3onJMC1. 
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that lessons can be drawn from looking back at those previous environmental problems and how we 
solved them—because even though most have faded from our collective memory by now, at the time 
they too looked huge, scary, and apparently insoluble. 

In a 2019 document entitled Manifesto for Your World, the CEO of the World Wide Fund for 
Nature (WWF) in the United Kingdom stated that “We are the first generation to know we are 
destroying our planet and the last that can do anything about it.” She was echoing the words of the 
environmental scientist Johan Rockström, the principal developer of the idea of planetary 
boundaries, who at the Planet Under Pressure conference in March 2012 claimed that “We are the 
first generation to know we are truly putting the future of civilization at risk.”20 But such claims are 
either just a self-important generational conceit, or else a failure of our collective memory. If we are 
still here to be able to worry about climate change, it’s because the couple of generations that came 
before us successfully dealt with the population explosion, the hole in the ozone layer, food 
shortages, pollution of air and water, the exhaustion of the earth’s resources, and quite a few more 
problems besides. 

Even the idea that human technology might inadvertently trigger catastrophic changes to the 
Earth’s climate are not new. In the 1980s, scientists were very worried about the prospect of a 
catastrophic drop in global temperatures caused by nuclear war: the firestorms following missile 
strikes on cities would hurl vast quantities of soot into the upper atmosphere, where it would stay for 
years, blocking out a large part of the sun’s energy. The results would be a decades-long “nuclear 
winter”, causing massive crop failures, widespread starvation among the survivors, and possibly even 
a new ice age. The astronomer Carl Sagan argued in a 1983 paper that such a nuclear winter could 
even lead to the extinction of the human race, in contrast to the primary effect of a nuclear war 
which would kill “only” hundreds of millions of people.21 (You weren’t there first, Extinction 
Rebellion!) 

Looking back at the doomsday scares from 50 years ago is not just interesting as a historical 
exercise. It’s far more important to understand why these terrifying predictions didn’t come to pass. 
Paul Ehrlich and the scientists of the Club of Rome were not idiots or wild-eyed lunatics shouting 
about the End Times on a soapbox. They were intelligent and educated people who were genuinely 
alarmed by the predicament they believed the world found itself in, and they offered seemingly 
rational arguments which convinced millions that humanity was facing an imminent catastrophe. 
And yet, we didn’t make any of the drastic changes they urgently called for. There was no end to 
growth, no complete overhaul of our economy, no drastic reduction of consumption. So why were 
they so wrong? How exactly did we manage, not only to survive, but to improve the lives of almost 
everyone on the planet while doing so? 

My aim in this book is to show that the people who are currently forecasting that climate change 
will bring about the end of the world—or, only a little less dramatically, the collapse of human 
civilization—are in danger of making the same mistakes as their predecessors. Even more 
importantly, they are proposing some of the same false remedies that didn’t work back then, which 
were mostly never put into practice in the first place, and which would have been counterproductive 
even if they had. Amazingly, the environmental challenges of 50 years ago were solved in a way that 
almost none of the doomsayers predicted. They were mostly right to be worried about potential 
problems, but their proposed solutions were typically useless, and in some cases actively harmful. 
 

 
20WWF document: bit.ly/3ldwgRh. For Rockström’s statement, see Steve Rayner, ‘Planetary boundaries as 
millenarian prophesies’, Oxford Martin School, April 10, 2013. bit.ly/2Y1lqV9 
21 Carl Sagan (1983), ‘Nuclear War and Climatic Catastrophe: Some Policy Implications’, Foreign Affairs, 
62(2). 


